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Activity Theory: An
Introduction for the
Writing Classroom

DONNA KAIN and ELIZABETH WARDLE

Framing the Reading

Elizabeth Wardle is one of the editors of Writing about Writing as well as a Professor at
the University of Central Florida. Donna Kain is an Associate Professor at East Carolina
University. Wardle and Kain were Ph.D. candidates together at lowa State University, where
they wrote this piece for their undergraduate students around 2001 or 2002. At the time,
they taught writing classes in which they asked students to consider how texts worked in
context—who used them, how they got written, what they accomplished or didn’t, how
people learned to write them. Kain and Wardle found that activity theory was often a
helpful lens for thinking about writing, but that there was no explanation of activity theory
appropriate for undergraduates. So they wrote this for their own students, and they have
been using it ever since. In 2005 they published an article together in the journal Technical
Communication Quarterly describing how they use activity theory with their students; that
article won the 2006 NCTE Best Article of the Year in Teaching of Technical and Scientific
Communication.

Activity theory, as you will learn in the following reading, “was originally a psychological
theory that sees all aspects of activity as shaped by people’s social interactions with each
other and the tools [including writing and language] that they use” (para. 1 of the reading).
Activity theory gives you a lens for looking at an object or happening and understanding it
in new ways, just as all theories do. Scholars in many different fields, as well as workplace
consultants, use the lens of activity theory to look at groups of people doing work to-
gether, which they call activity systems, and consider what their common motives are and
how they try to achieve those common motives. When people are unable to achieve their
common motives, activity theory provides a method for examining where the breakdowns
might have happened. Activity theory takes into account not only what is happening now,
but also the histories that impact what is happening now. In other words, activity theory
helps you consider what a particular group (like people creating and using the food bank
we mentioned in the chapter introduction) is trying to accomplish, how it has gone about
trying to accomplish that work in the past, and how it is doing so now. In looking at the
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274 CHAPTER 2 Individual in Community

food bank's activities, the lens of activity theory encourages us to look at the rules or con-
ventions adhered to by the group, how the work (the labor) is divided up within the group,
and the tools (including texts and language) that help (or impede) the group in working
toward their shared motives.

Activity theory is a useful lens because it acknowledges the importance of the histories,
including literacy histories that you studied in Chapter 1, that individuals bring with them
when they act as part of an activity system. It is also useful because it helps you take a close
look at the actual texts that you or others are writing, reading, and using and ask questions
like: How do these work? What are they doing? Who created them? Why are they like this?
Activity theory can give you a perspective on texts and groups of people using texts that
can assist you in your school, professional, and extracurricular literate lives. You'll learn even
more about how to analyze texts in the next chapter on rhetoric. Victoria Marro’s student
essay in this chapter uses activity theory to look at the genres of her sorority in new ways.
In Chapter 3, Charles Bazerman discusses the relationship between activity systems and the
genres people use to accomplish work in activity systems.

Both Kain and Wardle use activity theory in their own research. In the next article in this
chapter (“Identity, Authority, and Learning to Write in New Workplaces”) you will see how
Wardle used activity theory to understand the difficulties that a new employee experienced
when writing and working. In her current work, she uses activity theory to help explain how
and why students do or do not learn and transfer writing-related knowledge learned in
school settings. Donna Kain uses activity theory to further her understanding of emergency
communication and risk management (particularly related to hurricanes), as well as accom-
modations for people with disabilities.

Getting Ready to Read
Before you read, do at least one of the following activities:

e List a few groups (formal or informal) in which you participate, and ask yourself
what your shared common goal(s) is/are.

e Pick one of those groups and make a quick list of all of the texts you read, write, or
use in order to try to achieve the goals of that group.

¢ Pick one of those texts, and make a quick list of all of the people who have a hand
in or an influence on how it is written and used.

(If you can do the above, you are already on your way to being able to conduct an activity
analysis!)
As you read, consider the following questions:

« Are there unfamiliar terms here that you need to spend a little more time thinking
about? Are there familiar terms that seem to be used in new or unfamiliar ways? If
5o, make a list of these terms and try to define them for yourself before your next
class.

« Keep in mind the groups you listed before you started reading, and use them to
help you imagine examples as Kain and Wardle explain the components of an
activity system.
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g7 oiking achieve particular goals or to act on particular motives. To facilitate their

activities, people also develop and use tools. These tools include not only thing
like hammers or computers, but also language—probably the most complex
tool of all. As people refine their tools and add new ones to solve problems
more effectively, the activities they perform using those tools can change—
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= well as accom- Activity theory gives us a helpful lens for understanding how people in dif- 3
ferent communities carry out their activities. For those of us interested in rhe-
torical theory, the most helpful aspect of activity theory is the way it helps us
see more fully all the aspects of a situation and community that influence how
people use the tools of language and genre. While it is easy enough to say that
“context” influences how people write, saying this does not particularly help

= next article in this

25k yourself us know how to write differently when we find ourselves in a new situation.

Activity theory provides us with very specific aspects of context to look at as
U read, write, or we consider the various factors that influence and change the tool of writing.
‘70 have a hand

What are Activity Systems?

The most basic activity theory lens, or unit of analysis, is the activity system, 4
defined as a group of people who share a common object and motive over time,
as well as the wide range of tools they use together to act on that object and
realize that motive. David Russell
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Ongoing. The study of activity systems is concerned with looking at
how systems function over time. For instance, the university is an activity
system of long duration that began in the past and will continue into the
future. We can trace the university’s activity over time and consider how
it might evolve in the future.

Object-directed. The types of activities that activity theory is concerned
with are directed toward specific goals. Continuing with the example of
the university, the object of its activity is learning, which is accomplished
through instruction and research.

Historically conditioned. Activity systems come into being because of
practices that have a history. At any point that we begin to study how a
system works, we need to consider how it came to function in a particular
way. For instance, ways that the university carries out its activities devel-
oped over time. Many things we do today can be explained by the history
of the university’s mission as well as the history of western educational
institutions.

Dialectically structured. The term “dialectic” describes a type of rela-
tionship in which aspects of a process, transaction, or system are mutually
dependent. When one aspect changes, other aspects change in response.
Some of these changes we can anticipate; others we can’t. For example,
when the university began to use computers as a ool in education, the
ways that teachers, researchers, and students accomplished tasks related
to the activity of learning began to change in response.

Tool-mediated. People use many types of tools to accomplish activities.
These may be physical objects, such as computers, or systems of sym-
bols, such as mathematics. At the university, we use textbooks, syllabi,
lab equipment, computers, and many other tools to accomplish our goal
of learning. The types of tools we use mediate, or shape, the ways we en-
gage in activity and the ways we think about activity. For example, if we
think about the course syllabus as a tool, we might say that it organizes
the work in the classroom for both the instructor and the students, which
affects how we participate in learning activities.

Human interaction. Studies of activity systems are concerned with more
than the separate actions of individuals. Activity theory is concerned with
how people work together, using tools, toward outcomes. In the univer-
sity, teachers, students, researchers, administrators, and staff interact with
each other and with tools to achieve the outcomes of learning.

Activity systems are also constrained by divisions of labor and by rules. In
the university, for instance, the labor is divided among the participants—stu-
dents are responsible for completing assignments; instructors are responsible
for grading assignments; administrators are responsible for making sure grades
appear on students’ transcripts. In the university, we also operate with a set of
rules for participating in classroom and laboratory learning. The rules in many
respects are our mutual agreement about how the activity will be carried out
so we can all progress toward the outcome of learning.
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One way that activity theory helps you more fully understand the “context”
of a community and its tools is by providing a diagram outlining the important
elements and their relationships. Figure 1 shows the conventions activity theory
researchers use to present what they view as the critical components of every
activity system. The “nodes” in the system are the points on the triangle—think
of these as the specific aspects of a “context” that activity theory can help you
consider more fully. The arrows indicate the reciprocal relationships among

these various aspects. The labels we’ve provided describe some of the compo-
nents of each node in the system.

How are Parts of an Activity System Related?

The Subject(s) of an activity system is the person or people who are directly
participating in the activity you want to study. The subject provides a point
of view for studying the activity. The Motives direct the subject’s activities.
Motives include the Object of the activity, which is fairly immediate, and the
Outcome, which is more removed and ongoing. The Subject(s) use Tools to
accomplish their Object(ives) and achieve their intended Outcomes. They are
motivated to use these tools because they want to accomplish something and
the tools will help them do so. The Tools that mediate the activity system
include both physical tools such as computers, texts, and other artifacts, as well
as non-physical tools such as language (written and oral) and skills. Activity
theorists also refer to this category as “artifacts.” When people first learn to use
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Physical objects and systems of symbols
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use to accomplish the activity
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a particular tool, they use it on the level of conscious action; they must think
about how to use the tool and what they want it to accomplish. Once they have
used the tool to perform a particular action over a period of time, the use of
that tool becomes operationalized, largely unconscious. Tool use only moves
back to the realm of conscious action if something goes wrong or if the user is
presented with a new action to perform with that tool.

The terms at the base of the triangle, Rules, Community, and Division of
Labor, make up what Engestrom (1999) refers to as the “social basis” of the
activity system. The social basis situates the activity in a broader context that
allows us to account for the influences that shape the activity.

The Community is the larger group which the subject is a part of and from
which participants “take their cues.” The community’s interests shape the ac-
tivity. Community members divide up the work needed to accomplish their
object(ives). The Division of Labor describes how tasks are distributed within
the activity system. People might disagree about how labor should be divided
or how valuable various positions within that division are, causing conflicts
within the activity system. Rules are one way of attempting to manage or mini-
mize these conflicts within activity systems. Rules are defined not only as for-
mal and explicit dos and don’t, but also as norms, conventions, and values.
“Rules shape the interactions of subject and tools with the object” (Russell,
“Looking™). These rules understandably change as other aspects of the system
change—or as the rules are questioned or resisted—but the rules allow the sys-
tem to be stabilized-for-now in the face of internal conflicts. These rules affect
how people use tools. Of most interest to you will be the ways in which the
rules affect how people use the tool of written language.

To provide an example that we’re familiar with, Figure 2 depicts the class
as an activity system.

How do Activity Systems change?

Activity systems consist of the interactions among all of the factors that come
to bear on an activity at a given point in time. Cole and Engestrom (1994; see
also Engestrom 1999) suggest that the relationship among the factors in an
activity system is a “distribution of cognition,” or a sharing of knowledge and
work, across the all the elements in the system. In this way, activity systems can
be thought of as communal.

But activity systems are also very dynamic and, as Russell points out, “best
viewed as complex formations” (1997 p. 9). Change is the quality that makes
activity systems—and really all human interactions—dynamic. As people par-
ticipating in activity systems learn, and as new people join the activity, they
refine their tools and create new ones. Or one activity system may be influenced
by developments in other activity systems. For instance tools developed by com-
puter science may be adopted in others system, for instance the university or the
health care system. As people change the tools they use, or the ways they use
existing tools, changes ripple through their activity systems. Change in activity
systems can also come about for other reasons. Social needs many change and
activity systems may need to refine their outcomes or goals to meet those needs.
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Computers, textbook, blackboards,
paper, writing instruments, example
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Figure 2 Class as an Activity System

Change produces advances and improvements, but also complications'and 13
challenges that need to be addressed and resolved by participants within activ-
ity systems. Sometimes activity systems are even abandoned or absorbed into
other systems when changes make them obsolete (consider for example the fate

of the pony express).

What Purposes Does Activity Theory Serve?

Researchers use activity theory to study how people engage in all kinds of 14

activities from learning at a university, to working in a manufacturing com-
pany, to shopping in a grocery store. Researchers who use activity theory want
to understand the relationships among people participating in activities, the
tools people use to accomplish their activities, and the goals that people have
for the activity. In addition, researchers use activity theory to understand how
historical and social forces shape the way people participate in activities and
how change affects activities. Three important goals of activity theory include:

* Accounting for aspects of a system to better understand the nature of

activity.

e Analyzing how the parts of a system work together to better anticipate
participants’ needs and goals.

e Isolating problems to develop solutions.
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How Can You Use Activity Theory to Analyze Texts?

You can use the basic tenets of activity theory and the activity theory triangle 15

to help you better understand not only how texts function but also why texts
used within a particular system of activity contain certain content and specific
conventions, such as formatting, style, and organization. For example, if you
are in a business communication course, you may be interested in learning
how grant proposals are constructed in your field. You may want to ask,
“What are grant proposals like in non-profit social service organizations?
What kinds of information do they include? How are they formatted?” If
you were performing a rhetorical analysis, you could look at a’proposal and
name its textual features—length, content, layout, type of language used—
and name the rhetorical situation as far as you were able to understand it
from looking at the document: writer, audience, purpose. While this sort of
analysis is quite useful, there are many things it cannot tell you. For example,
it cannot tell you why the document is a particular length, why it contains
certain types of content and not others. A rhetorical analysis also doesn’t
help you understand who does what tasks pertaining to the document: does
only one person write it? Do several people contribute information? Why do
certain people become involved in writing the proposal and not others? A
rhetorical analysis also won’t remind you that the proposal genre has likely
changed within a specific social service organization—or suggest that you ex-
plore whether the features of the proposal genre as embodied in the text you
are examining are uncontested.

So how do you begin your activity theory analysis? First, consider the activity
theory triangle (we’ve included a worksheet-type triangle [p. 282] for you
to work with). Of the aspects on the triangle where you could begin your
analysis, you (as a rhetorician) will likely begin with specific texts used within
a specific activity system; for example, you might gather all the examples of
proposals you can find written by people at a particular company or working
within a particular field. These texts, then, are tools for achieving goals. At
this point, using the triangle, a number of questions should present themselves
to you:

e What is the immediate object(ive) of using this tool? Do all the members
of the community seem to agree on this/these objects?

o What is the long-term purpose (outcome) of using this tool and others
like it?

o Why are the people here doing what they are doing? What is motivat-

ing them to take the time to use this tool and achieve their short-term

object(ives) and long-term outcomes?

Which people (subjects) are directly involved in using this tool?

e What world does this tool function for? Who constitutes the community
that uses and benefits from the use of this tool? Are the readers part of this
community or are they participants in a different (but obviously related)
activity system?
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o If the readers of the text (the tool) are not part of the community/activity
system, does this cause conflict or misunderstanding? Do the readers
have different expectations about the object(ives) of the tool than the
writers do?

e Who is responsible for what part of this tool? How is the work pertaining to
this tool divided up? Are there conflicts about how the work is divided up?

e What seem to be the rules, guidelines, conventions (spoken and unspoken,
formal and informal) governing the use of this tool? Does everyone in the
community seem to have the same idea about what these rules are? What
happens when people break any of these rules?

Clearly, you won’t be able to answer all these questions (and others that
occur to you) just by looking at the text. You are going to need to talk with
people who use the tool of proposals and possibly even watch them at work.
Often, people can’t tell you what the rules governing tool use are in their com-
munity because they are only aware of them subconsciously. Remember that
when a person uses a tool for a long time, it becomes operationalized, uncon-
scious—what is often called “tacit knowledge.” So in order for you to begin to
see how and why the tool gets used, you may have to do some watching and
guessing, in addition to asking.

As you fill in the triangle, remember that some things about activity theory
aren’t obviously present on the triangle: remember, for example, that actions
are ongoing—they have occurred in the past and will likely continue in some
form in the future. Remember that actions are historically conditioned and
dialectically structured—texts look the way they do because past events have
shaped them and they will continue to change as the other aspects of the activ-
ity system change. So, as you write your activity theory analysis, you may also
want to see what you can find out about your document’s history and see if
you can identify aspects of the activity system that could be sources of conflict.
Sources of conflict pertaining to the creation or use of the document will likely
cause the documents to change again.

When you are finished with your activity theory analysis, you should have
a better understanding not only of what particular tools (in this case texts,
genres, language) look like, but also why they look that way, what they are be-
ing used to accomplish, who uses them, how they have changed over time, and
how they might continue to change in the future. Keep in mind, however, that
an outsider—someone who is not a part of a particular activity system—can
never fully grasp the hows and whys of that system. Some things will remain
a mystery to you; some things, in fact, even remain a mystery to insiders.
Perhaps you’ve heard people say, “I don’t know why we do it that way, we
just do.” However, if you are constantly asking the questions activity theory
presents to you, you will be far less likely to say something like this. You will
be more likely to recognize rules (whether stated or not) and to understand
why you are doing something. In this way, you will become a much savvier
communicator.
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. Questions for Discussion and Journaling -

1. Explain in your own words what an activity system is, and give three examples of .
activity systems with which you are familiar. For each of these systems, explain what
its common motives and goals are.

2. Pick one of the activity systems you chose in response to question 1, and explain how '
its activities are “ongoing,” “object-directed,” and “historically conditioned” (para. 4).

3. Focus on that same activity system, and make a list of all of the tools that are used to
help the participants in the system achieve their common goals. Remember that tools
can be physical objects or symbol systems (para. 4).

4. Can you think of times when one of these tools you listed in response to question 3
was not effective in helping the group achieve its goals? What happened? Did the
group change the tool or the way they use the tool?

‘ Applying and Exploring Ideas '

1. Work with a partner to choose an activity system that interests you and to which
you have access. Using the activity triangle worksheet (p. 282), and the questions in
paragraph 16 of the reading, try to discern the object, purpose, tools, community, divi-
sion of labor, and rules for this activity system. In particular, focus on the textual tools
that this group uses in order to try to accomplish its common purposes. In order to do
this task, you will need to speak to members of the activity system and collect some
examples of the texts (tools) the activity system participants use.

2. Present your activity triangle worksheet to the class, and explain how this analysis has
helped you understand differently about writing and how texts are used to accomplish
work (mediate meaningful activity).

‘ - Meta Moment
What has reading about and applying activity theory helped you see differently?
How can you use this lens to understand your own current and future experiences?




